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MEMORANDUM 

TO: The Honorable Richard M. Daley, Mayor of the City of Chicago 

Brian Goeken, Landmarks Division, Department of Planning and 
Development 

FROM: Amy Easton, Assistant Coordinator, National Register and Survey 

DATE: June 7, 2002 

SUBJECT: Preliminary Opinion on the Automatic Electric Company Building, 1001- 

1019 West Van Buren Street, Chicago, Illinois 

The Automatic Electric Company Building, 1001-1019 West Van Buren 
Street, Chicago, Illinois, is a good candidate for listing in the National 
Register of Historic Places. The Automatic Electric Company qualifies 
for its local significance under Criterion A, for its association with wit 
communications and invention. The building was the home of the 
company that developed, refined, and disseminated the automatic dial 
telephone system. Known as the Strowger System, it changed 
communications throughout the world. The building is significant from 
1901, when the company was chartered and the original building was 
constructed, until 1952, when the company still resided in the building. 
The Automatic Electric Company Building is the building most closely 
associated with the history of the company. It maintains sufficient 
integrity for listing in the National Register. 
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received 

August 6 , 2002 AUG 1 6 2002 

Preservation Services 

Tracey A. Sculle 

Survey & National Register Coordinator 
Illinois Historic Preservation Agency 
1 Old State Capitol 
Springfield, IL 62702 

Re: Chicago nominations to the National Register of Historic Places for 

• ('the Automatic Electric Company Building, 1001 W. Van Buren St., 

• Fuller Park, 331 W. 45" St., 

• the Motor Row Multiple Property Documentation Form, 

• the Motor Row District, and 

• the Maxwell-Briscoe Automobile Co. Showroom, 1737 S. Michigan Ave. 



Dear Ms. Sculle: 

This is in response to your letters of June 10, June 12, and July 23, 2002, to the Commission on 
Chicago Landmarks asking for the Commission's comments on the nominations of the properties 
referenced above to the National Register of Histone Places. As a Certified Local Government 
(CLG), the City of Chicago is given the opportunity to comment on local nominations to the 
National Register prior to being considered by the Illinois Historic Sites Advisory Counci . 

At its regular meeting of August 1, 2002, the Commission voted unanimously to endorse the 
National Register listings for all five nominations. The Commission found that: 

. the Automatic Electric Company Building met Criterion A for communications and 

invention as the building most closely associated with the company that developed, refined 
and disseminated the automatic dial telephone system; 

Fuller Park met Criteria A and C for its national significance as part of the innovative plan 
by the South Park Commission in 1903 to create small neighborhood parks with recreation 
programs and social services in working-class Chicago neighborhoods, 

• the Motor Row Multiple Property Documentation Form documents Chicago s Motor 
Row,” roughly centered on S. Michigan Ave. between 14' and 24' Streets, as the largest, 
most intact early “motor colony,” or group of buildings associated with the automobile sales 
and service industry, in the United States, and establishes the historic contexts or themes for 
evaluating the buildings historically associated with Motor Row, including the history of 
automobile-related businesses, the development of the auto showroom as an important 

building type, and the architects that designed the buildings, . 

• the Motor Row District documents the core area of Motor Row, centered on S. Michigan 
Ave., between Cermak Road and 24" Place, as significant under Cntena A for commerce 
and C for architecture for its associations with the historic contexts documented in the 
Motor Row Multiple Property Documentation form; and 

the Maxwell-Briscoe Automobile Co. Showroom, as a significant automobile showroom 
building meets Criteria A for commerce and C for architecture for its associations with the 
historic contexts documented in the Motor Row Multiple Property Documentation form. 

Please contact Terry Tatum of my staff at 312-744-9147 if you have any questions. 
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United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 
REGISTRATION FORM 




1. NAME OF PROPERTY 



HISTORIC NAME: Automatic Electric Company Building 
OTHER NAMES/SITE NUMBER: 

2. LOCATION ~ 



STREET & NUMBER: 1001 West Van Buren • NOT FOR PUBLICATION N/A 

CITY OR TOWN Chicago VICINITY 

STATE IL CODE IL COUNTY Cook ZIP CODE 60623 

3. STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION 



As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1986, as amended, I hereby certify that this 

nomination request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the 

National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my 

opinion, theppperty ,X meets does not meet the National Register Criteria. I recommend that this property be considered 

significant ^ nationally statewide locally. ( See continuation sheet for additional comments.) 

— /f 

Signature of certifying official 

State Historic Preservation Officer, Illinois Historic Preservation Agency 
State or Federal agency and bureau 

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. 

( ___ See continuation sheet for additional comments.) 



/ f 
Date 



Signature of commenting or other official 
State or Federal agency and bureau 

4. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE CERTIFICATION 



I hereby certify that this property is: Signature o f the Keeper Date of Action 

entered in the National Register 

See continuation sheet. 

determined eligible for the National Register 

See continuation sheet. 

determined not eligible for the National Register 



removed from the National Register 



other (explain): 



USDi/NPS NRHP Registration Form 

Property Name: Automatic Electric Company Building 



County and State: Cook County, IL 



5. CLASSIFICATION 1 T V, 

OWNERSHIP OF PROPEIHTr-Prtvate 



CATEGORY OF PROPERTY: 

_X Buiiding(s) 

District 

Site 

Structure 

Object 

NUMBER OF RESOURCES WITHIN PROPERTY: CONTRIBUTING NONCONTRIBUTING 



BUILDINGS I 0 

SITES 0 0 

STRUCTURES 0 0 

OBJECTS 0 0 

TOTAL 1 0 



NUMBER OF CONTRIBUTING RESOURCES PREVIOUSLY LISTED IN THE NATIONAL REGISTER: 0 



NAME OF RELATED MULTIPLE PROPERTY LISTING: N/A 



6. FUNCTION OR USE 

HISTORIC FUNCTIONS: INDUSTRY/ Communications Facility 

CURRENT FUNCTIONS: INDUSTRY/ Manufacturing Facility 

Work-in-progress 



7. DESCRIPTION 



ARCHITECTURAL CLASSIFICATION: Commercial Style 

MATERIALS: 

FOUNDATION: Stone 
ROOF: Asphalt 
WALLS: Brick 
OTHER: TerraCotta 



NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION: See Continuation Sheets 
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County and State: Cook County, IL 



8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

APPLICABLE NATIONAL REGISTER CRITERIA: 

X A. Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history. 

B. Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past. 

C. Property ’ embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period or method of construction or represents the work of a 

master, or possesses high artistic values, or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components 
lack individual distinction. 

D. Property has yielded, or is likely to yield information important in prehistory or history. 

CRITERIA CONSIDERATIONS: N/A 

A. Owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes. 

B. Removed from its original location. 

G A birthplace or a grave. 

D. A cemetery. 

E. A reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

F. A commemorative property. 

G. Less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 50 years. 

AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE: COMMUNICATIONS 

INVENTION 

PERIOD OF SIGNIFICANCE: 1901-1952 SIGNIFICANT DATES: 1901, 1907 

SIGNIFICANT PERSON: N/A 

CULTURAL AFFILIATION: N/A 

ARCHITECT/BUILDER: Unknown 



NARRATIVE STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE: See Continuation Sheets 



9. MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 

BIBLIOGRAPHY: See Continuation Sheets 

PREVIOUS DOCUMENTATION ON FILE (NPS): N/A 

preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been 

requested. 

previously listed in the National Register 

previously determined eligible by the National Register 

designated a National Historic Landmark 

recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey # 

recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # 

PRIMARY LOCATION OF ADDITIONAL DATA 

State Historic Preservation Office Other State agency 

Federal agency Local Government: Commission on Chicago Landmarks 

University X Other: Name of repository: Chicago Historical Society 
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County and State: Cook County, IL 






ACREAGE OF PROPERTY: Less than one acre 

UTM REFERENCES: ZONE EASTING NORTHING ZONE EASTING NORTHING 

1 16 _ 445883 4636262 3 

2 4 



VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION: See Continuation Sheet 
BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION: See Continuation Sheet 






NAME/TITLE: Susan M. Baldwin DATE: May 1,2002 

ORGANIZATION: Baldwin Historic Properties 

STREET & NUMBER: 233 East Wacker Drive, #410 TELEPHONE: 3 12.228.0707 
CITY OR TOWN: Chicago STATE: IL ZIP CODE: 60601 






CONTINUATION SHEETS 
MAPS 

A USGS MAP (7.5 OR 15 MINUTE SERIES) INDICATING THE PROPERTY’S LOCATION. 

A FLOOR PLAN(S) FOR INDIVIDUAL PROPERTIES 

A SKETCH MAP FOR HISTORIC DISTRICTS AND PROPERTIES HAVING LARGE ACREAGE 
OR NUMEROUS RESOURCES. 

PHOTOGRAPHS 

REPRESENTATIVE BLACK AND WHITE PHOTOGRAPHS OF THE PROPERTY. 




NAME: Premier Center, L.L.C. c/o Robert Berliner Jr., Berliner Development Partners L.L.C. 

STREET & NUMBER: 900 North Michigan Ave., Suite 2002 TELEPHONE: 312.482.8100 



CITY OR TOWN: Chicago STATE: IL ZIP CODE: 6061] 

Paperwork Reduction Act Statement: Thts information IS bang collected for applications to the National Register of Mister, c Places to nominate properttes for 
I, song or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings Response to this reguest is required to obtain a benefit in accordance , 
the National Histone Preservation Act. as amended (I6U.S.C.470 et seq). Estimated Burden Statement: Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to 
average / 8. / hours per response including the time for reviewing instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and reviewing the form. Direct 
comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of this form to the Chief. Administrative Services Division, National Park Service, P.0. Box 37127 
Washington. DC 20013-7127; and the Office of Management and Paperwork Reductions Project (1024-0018), Washington, DC 20503 
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7. DESCRIPTION 

The Site 

The Automatic Electric Company Building is a six-story brick light industrial building covering a half 
block area at the southwest comer of Van Buren and Morgan streets in the Near West Side community 
of Chicago. The Near West Side is a few blocks west of the south branch of the Chicago River which 
defines the western boundary of the Loop. The area was built up during the latter part of the 
nineteenth century with light industrial buildings housing many different types of businesses. The 
Automatic Electric Company Building consists of the original structure completed in 1901, and a 1907 
addition with a narrow (originally) drive-through annex connecting it to the original building. The 
buildings fill the lot to the sidewalks. The addition is also six stories, carefully designed to be 
compatible to the original. The narrow bridging annex, which originally opened to a courtyard at the 
rear, was enclosed in the 1950s to form interior loading docks, and the drive-through entrance on Van 
Buren Street was enclosed with a glass-framed entrance system. The west wall of the addition is not 
visible, since it adjoins a 1980s infill structure. The rear, south elevation faces onto Tilden Street, 
which now serves only as an alley behind the buildings, but is parallel to the Eisenhower Expressway 
completed in the 1950s. 3 ’ 



1901 Construction 

The original 1901 building is of mill construction. The brick exterior presents a symmetrical facade 
with five bays facing Van Buren Street, and ten bays extending south along Morgan Street. The most 
notable features of the building are the uniform regularity of the articulated structural bays, the golden 
color of the brick, the extensive decorative brickwork that covers the facade, and the Classical Revival 
details. The north and east street facades are treated similarly. Each bay of the north and east facades 
is slightly recessed within piers that are continuous from the second story to the top of the building. 

"W ithin each bay is a set of tri-partite, double-hung windows divided only by mullions. The lower 
levels of the building retain the original wood one-over-one windows, while most of those of the upper 
three stones were replaced in the mid-1980s with metal. The metal windows, in the original openings 
and configuration, are also one-over-one, double-hung windows. The brick of the building facade is 
smooth, golden colored slightly elongated brick laid with thin butter joints in a monochromatic mortar. 
The continuous piers and comers of the building are decorated with brick laid in a pattern to resemble 
courses of rusticated stone, appearing as quoins on the comers. Between floors, the brick of the 
recessed spandrels is corbelled in a decorative geometric pattern of connected squares. The comice of 
the building is simple, smooth brickwork accentuated at the top and base with a thin beltcourse of 
limestone Outlining each facade is a delicate row of corbelling that extends from the outer comer of 
the second story, up and around the top just below the cornice, and down the other comer. 

A wide, projecting belt course delineates the ground floor from the upper stories and serves as a base 
for the upper-story piers, although the piers of the first floor follow the same lines and spacing. Within 
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each of the piers at the first floor are plate-glass windows set on metal panels, and topped with 
transoms. The plate-glass windows are divided by a single mullion, while the transoms are divided yet 
again into four panes. The central opening on the north elevation, originally the main entrance, has 
received this same treatment within the original decorative surround and hood, except that the transom 
is only in two sections. Also, the westernmost bay has been infilled with a solid material. On the east 
facade, the northernmost bay is treated the same as the north facade, while the remaining bays have 
four double-hung windows in each bay. The piers of the ground floor are also faced with brick laid to 
resemble stone, but resemble the coursing of smooth stone rather than rusticated. This coursing is 
achieved by recessing every eighth course, as opposed to every fifth course on the upper stories. 

In contrast to the strict balance and geometry of the building facades, the limestone entrance surround 
is ornamented with foliated features. Blocks of limestone project slightly from the facade, forming a 
trabeated arch decorated with several levels of egg and dart and acanthus leaf designs. At the top, the 
belt course projects yet further, forming a hood over the entrance which is visually supported by two 
large intricately carved brackets. They are embellished with foliated designs including scrolls and 
acanthus leaves. 

West and South Elevations 

The west elevation of the original 1901 building is hidden from view since it adjoins the 1907 
connecting annex. Evidence of original window openings are apparent in the interior. On the south, 
rear, elevation, the top three stories of all three structures have the same fenestration pattern as the east 
and north facades, with sets of tri-partite double-hung windows. The common brick facings of the 
south elevations of all structures on the block, including the original 1901 building, the 1907 addition 
and the newer rear wall of the connecting annex have been parged over, combining them as one 
continuous wall. In 1984 mural artist Richard Haas was commissioned to paint a mural on the 
combined exterior south wall. This mural covers the face of the second and third stories, and the piers 
between the windows of the upper stories. In a few places on the second and third stories, the mural is 
punctured with vent openings. Otherwise the mural remains but has become deteriorated as the 
parging has spalled, revealing deterioration of the brick and mortar underneath. 

Interior 

The interior of the building is of loft construction, with a combination of wood columns and tile 
columns encased in plaster, topped with iron caps that support the wood beams. Others are hung from 
iron straps. The ceiling heights range from 12 to 15 feet to the wooden decks. On the second floor, 
round plaster columns are smoothly finished and are capped with decorative moldings. Square plaster 
pads rest on the columns and support the wood beams above. The original equipment for the 
manufacture of telephone switching mechanisms has been removed, and the building has undergone 
remodeling over the years. On a few floors, the columns and ceilings are revealed as original, while 
others have suspended tile ceilings and finished partition walls. The floor plans are generally wide 
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open except for partition walls. Brick load-bearing walls separate each of the 1901 and 1 907 
structures, with openings that connect the floors at certain points. The floor levels are the same 
between the structures. 

1907 Additions 

The 1 907 additions were designed to be compatible to the original, employing the same height, 
materials, massing, scale, and cellular facade design. Using a golden brick much like the original, the 
comiecting annex originally extended to about a fourth of the depth of the building. In plan, the front 
is recessed slightly from the facade of the original building. It is treated as one bay, faced in smooth 
brick, with a set of five, double-hung, one-over-one windows at each level. The m'asonry opening of 
the original drive-through at ground level remains, but has been filled in with a new metal-framed 
glass entry system, and serves as the main entrance to the building. 

The addition to the west, also constructed in 1907, projects from the annex to be flush with the face of 
the original building. Of the same size and height, it too has five bays on the north elevation, and 
repeats the design of tri-partite windows within each bay. Again, the piers are continuous and slightly 
projecting from the second story to the top. The primary difference is that the brick is not laid in 
decorative patterns to resemble stone, and both the piers and the spandrels are smooth. There is, 
however, a broad belt course dividing the upper stories from the ground floor, and the ground floor 
piers are laid in the same pattern of every eighth recessed brick to resemble smooth stone courses. The 
ground floor windows are also treated the same as those of the original section. The thin belt course 
delineating the comice extends from the original building across the connecting portion and the west 
building, forming a continuous, unifying line. 

As mentioned, the connecting annex originally extended only about a fourth of the depth of the other 
two buildings, forming a “U” shape with an interior courtyard at the rear. In about 1950, that 
courtyard was filled in with a concrete construction so that the building now forms a completely filled 
in rectangle. 

The west elevation of the 1907 addition is hidden from view since it now adjoins 1980s infill 
construction that was built connecting to the building on its west. Evidence of original window 
openings is apparent in the interior. 

The 1907 additions are also of mill construction, with interiors much like that of the 1901 original. 

With ceiling heights of 12 to 15 feet and much open space, the buildings are currently used for a 
variety of light manufacturing purposes. The 1 907 connecting stmcture has elevators and stairs that 
connect all levels. There are loading docks to the rear at the first floor. 

The building has a great degree of integrity, both in its interior structural system and exterior facades. 
As mentioned, the rear courtyard was filled in about 1950, which is within the period of significance. It 
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is not known when the original entrance door was first altered, but most of the current altered 
conditions in the ground floor entrances and windows were made ca. 1984, when the property was 
purchased by the Reliable Corporation. Reliable also remodeled the current main entrance in the 
connecting portion and the interior behind the entrance to form a lobby, and commissioned the mural 
on the south elevation which is now in poor condition. Some of the interior finishes and partition floor 
plans have been remodeled over the years, but according to historic photographs dating from 1903, the 
interior spaces were always simple and basically unfinished. 



8. SIGNIFICANCE 
Summary of Significance 

The Automatic Electric Company Building has national significance under criterion A for its history in 
communications and invention, as the home of the company that developed, refined and disseminated 
the automatic dial telephone system. Known as the Strowger System, it changed communications 
throughout the world. The building is significant from 1901, when the company was chartered and the 
original building was constructed, until 1952, when the company still resided in the building and was 
celebrating 60 years of the “Strowger Automatic Telephone System.” The Automatic Electric 
Company Building is the building most closely associated with the history of the company. By 1903 
when the company perfected the automatic dial system, Germany had rights to the Strowger system, 
and by 191 1 the company had systems in Australia, South America, Canada, England, France, Africa, 
India, China, Cuba, Argentina and the Philippines, as well as throughout the United States including 
Alaska and Hawaii. As the largest telephone equipment manufacturer for the independent telephone 
companies, Automatic Electric Company was also instrumental in fostering the early success of the 
independent phone companies in their competition with Bell Systems into the 1920’s, when Bell also 
began using the automatic system. Throughout its history, Automatic Electric continued to develop 
improvements in the system, from the dial to the dial-and-progress tones; the Director, which 
facilitated large switching systems; innovations in procedures for long distance calling and toll calls, 
and many other features that were developed at its Van Buren Street headquarters. There were over 
4,800 employees at the headquarters designing, building, engineering and carrying on the many 
occupations necessary to supply the industry with automatic dial telephones and switching systems. 
The company continued to grow, providing systems throughout the country and the world into the 
1950s. The patented Strowger system was used until the invention of digital technology 70 years later. 
The original 1 901 building and its 1 907 additions retain a great degree of integrity representing the 
history of the company. 
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Development of the Telephone 

Telephone systems consist of many parts, but three primary elements necessarily developed along 
parallel lines, and still exist today. These elements are the telephone itself, the transmitting system, 
and the switching system. The Automatic Electric Company evolved from innovations in the 
switching system, which were necessarily reflected in the transmitting system and in the telephones. 

On March 10, 1876, in Boston, Massachusetts, Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone. 

Thomas Watson, Bell’s expert technician assistant, fashioned the device itself; composed of a wooden 
stand, a funnel, a cup of acid and copper wire. The first permanent outdoor telephone wire, strung in 

1877, covered a distance of three miles. There were, however, many complications with that 

transmitting system, and Bell Telephone installed only 3,000 phones by the end of 1877. Commercial 
telephone service began in the United States in December of that year also, when Western Union 
created the American Speaking Telephone Company. The main selling point for their telephones was 
Thomas Edison's much improved transmitter, based on telegraph technology. Western Union by this 
time had 250,000 miles of telegraph wire strung over 100,000 miles of route. 

The workable exchange, developed in 1 878, enabled calls to be switched among any number of 
subscribers rather than requiring direct lines with exchanges being handled manually. On January 28, 

1878, the first commercial switchboard in the United States began operating in New Haven, 
Connecticut with 21 telephones on 8 lines. A month later, Western Union opened the first large city 
exchange in San Francisco. No longer limited to people on the same wire, customers could now talk to 
many others on different lines. The public switched telephone network was bom. 

The early dial telephone systems were not automatic. Dial telephone systems derive their name from 
the use of a dial, or equivalent device, operated by a subscriber or operator to produce the interruptions 
of current that direct or control the switching process at the central office. The use of a dial, however, 
is much older than the telephone. It was suggested by William F. Cooke in 1 836 in connection with 
telegraphy, and was first used in the dial telegraph of 1 839. During succeeding years, it was the subject 
of many improvements, and was employed not only in dial telegraph systems, but in fire alarm and 
district messenger systems as well. 1 

On August 1, 1878 Thomas Watson filed for a ringer patent; a hammer operated by an electromagnet 
that struck two bells. Turning a crank on the calling telephone spun a magneto, producing an 
alternating or ringing current. Previously, people used a crude thumper to signal the called party, 
hoping someone would be around to hear it. The ringer was an immediate success. The Three Box 
phone consisted of three wooden boxes on the wall with a hand-held receiver, a transmitter, a magneto 
crank, and a battery box. One of the first telephones, the Butterstamp telephone, came into use in the 
early 1 8S0s. This telephone combined the receiver and transmitter into one handheld unit. It was used 



John Brooks. The Telephone Book (New York: Riverwood Publishing) 1976. p. 15 



